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For many years the prison population in Northern Ireland was dichotomous. At one end of the scale there were the ‘ordinary’ criminals who were not aligned to any political grouping and could not claim to justify their behaviour on political grounds.  

At the other end of the spectrum there were those who claimed political affiliation to either a Republican or Loyalist grouping.  This category rejected the notion of criminalisation and believed their crimes to be justified on political grounds.  Indeed when chronicling their own history both Republican and Loyalist inmates refer to the jails as ‘Internment camps’ classifying themselves as Prisoners of War (POW) (Dana & McMonagle 1994; McKeown 1999; Morrison 1999).  They were housed for the main part at the notorious Maze Prison with small numbers finding their way into other penal establishments.

It is widely recognised that this distinct dichotomy of prison categorisation was unique ‘within the prison system in the United Kingdom, and probably the world’ (Narey 1998, p.6).  The onset of civil unrest, euphemistically known as ‘the Troubles’, produced an upsurge in the prison population with penal policy having to respond rapidly to these unique circumstances.  As a result those responsible for the prisons became wrapped up in the problem of how to control political prisoners and the contribution this could make to the defeat or containment of political violence outside the prison. In such a context ordinary crimes and their perpetrators had difficulty competing for attention and as a result, ‘ordinary crime in Ireland [was] readily dismissed and not seen worthy of addressing, mapped by criminologists only by reference to terrorism, everything else about which to do with crime is ignored and unexplored’ (Brewer et al 1999, p.161).

Over the years, however, the Northern Ireland Prison Service (NIPS) was not only responsive to its external environment, but was shaped by events occurring in the wider community and the Prisons’ complex and unique history must be set in the context of the civil unrest in the Province, over the past 30 years.  Northern Ireland is a small locality and the prison system ‘became inextricably bound up in the political difficulties of Northern Ireland.  It didn’t cause the Troubles but, it became part of them and it contributed to them’ (BBC News 2000a, p.1).





In response to the Loyalist and Republican cease-fires the Government introduced legislation in 1995 to allow release on licence for prisoners convicted of serious terrorism-related offences.  Under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement, this was introduced in July 1998.  Prisoners attracting a sentence of five years or more became eligible to apply for early release from the Independent Sentence Review Commission with 450 prisoners being released up until 2006 (O’Loan and Amelin 2007).

The release of these Prisoners under the Good Friday Agreement has had a significant effect upon the NIPS.  Although in subsequent years there have been small numbers of new prisoners entering the system whose crimes are still regarded as ‘political’ these are now a minority of detainees (NIPS 2007).  The prison population has therefore changed dramatically both in numbers and in classification.  Between 2005 and 2006 there has been an increase of 11% in those imprisoned for sex offences and those imprisoned for fraud and forgery offences has also risen by 25%.  Those in jail for motoring offences has also risen (O’Loan and Amelin 2007).  The prison population continues to rise overall and approximately one fifth of all detainees are aged under 21.  The reconviction rate for those released and rearrested also stands at 43% (Ruddy 2004).

The mission statement of the Northern Ireland Prison Service is to serve ‘the community by keeping in secure, safe and humane custody those committed by the courts; and by working with prisoners and with organisations, seeks to reduce the risk of re-offending’ (NIPS 2007, p.1).  In line with other custodial establishments these organisational goals are framed around issues of protection of the community (custody) and rehabilitation of the offender (treatment).  However much of the history of the Northern Ireland Prison Service has allowed only the containment and control side of this mission to be attempted.  In recent years attempts have been made to foreground the rehabilitation and resettlement agenda and some innovative programmes have been introduced to the Service.  

July 1994 saw the opening of Foyleview in HMP Magilligan, a low security facility catering for 42 inmates allowing them to enjoy a more relaxed regime including weekends on home leave, preparing them more fully for release into the community.  Other innovative programmes such as the ‘Restorative Practice’ project in Magilligan Prison (NIPS 2007) have begun to re-orientate the purpose of prison from containment and control to resettlement and rehabilitation.  Such innovative programmes are due to be rolled out across all the Prison establishments and have led to high praise from Government Ministers who were ‘deeply impressed by the work’ (NIPS 2007).  
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